Associations between approaches to study, the learning environment, and academic achievement  by Al-Qahtani, Mona Faisal
Taibah University
Journal of Taibah University Medical Sciences (2015) 10(1), 56e65Journal of Taibah University Medical Sciences
www.sciencedirect.comEducational ArticleAssociations between approaches to study, the learning
environment, and academic achievement
Mona Faisal Al-Qahtani, PhD M Ed
Department of Health Information Management & Technology, College of Applied Medical Sciences, University of
Dammam, Dammam, Kingdom of Saudi ArabiaReceived 9 November 2014; revised 30 January 2015; accepted 31 January 2015; Available online 28 February 2015tio
PO
Pee
165
Pro
(htﺺﺨﻠﻤﻟﺍ
،ﻪﺒﻠﻄﻟﺍﻯﺪﻟﻢﻠﻌﺘﻟﺍﺐﻴﻟﺎﺳﺃﻦﻋﻒﺸﻜﻟﺍﻰﻟﺇﺚﺤﺒﻟﺍﺍﺬﻫﻑﺪﻬﻳ:ﺚﺤﺒﻟﺍﻑﺍﺪﻫﺃ
ﻒﺸﻜﻟﺍﻰﻟﺇﺎﻀﻳﺃﻑﺪﻬﻳﺎﻤﻛ.ﺔﻴﻤﻴﻠﻌﺘﻟﺍﻢﻬﺘﺌﻴﺑﻮﺤﻧﺔﺒﻠﻄﻟﺍﺮﻈﻧﺕﺎﻬﺟﻭﺀﺎﺼﻘﺘﺳﺍﻭ
ﺔﺌﻴﺒﻟﺍﻭﻢﻠﻌﺘﻟﺍﺐﻴﻟﺎﺳﺃﻭﺏﻼﻄﻠﻟﻲﺳﺍﺭﺪﻟﺍﻞﻴﺼﺤﺘﻟﺍﻦﻴﺑﺔﻠﻤﺘﺤﻣﺔﻗﻼﻋﻱﺃﻦﻋ
.ﺔﻴﻤﻴﻠﻌﺘﻟﺍ
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Abstract
Objectives: This study aimed to explore students’ ap-
proaches to studying, their perceptions about their
learning environments, and any possible relationships
between their academic achievement and the approaches
to studying scales and the learning environment.
Methods: A cross-sectional descriptive study was con-
ducted in May 2012. A modified version of the Lancaster
Approaches to Study Inventory (ASI) was used to un-
derstand the students’ approaches to learning, and the
Dundee Ready Education Environment Measure
(DREEM) was used to assess students’ perceptions of
their learning environment.
Results: Of 166 first-year undergraduate students from
the College of Applied Medical Science, 157 completed
the survey, yielding a response rate of 94%. Students
showed a tendency to use achievement, versatility, and
reproduction approaches more frequently than other
approaches when studying for their courses. They also
perceived their learning environments to be more positive
than negative. There were significant relationships be-
tween approaches to study and learning environments,
and there was also a significant relationship between ac-
ademic achievement and student academic self-
perception.
Conclusion: This study showed that while students used
all of the identified approaches to learning, the mosty. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license
.1016/j.jtumed.2015.01.014
M.F. Al-Qahtani 57frequently used learning styles included achievement,
versatility, and reproduction. Moreover, students’ study
approaches were influenced by their perception of their
learning environment. At the same time, student aca-
demic achievement was positively associated with their
perception of their learning environment, particularly
with their academic self-perception.
Keywords: Academic achievement; Approaches to study;
Learning environment; Self-perception
 2015 The Authors.
Production and hosting by Elsevier Ltd on behalf of Taibah
University. This is an open access article under the CC BY-
NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-
nd/4.0/).Introduction
The general objective for higher education is to teach,
facilitate, and encourage students to learn.1 To achieve these
objectives, factors that affect student learning should be
explored. According to Newble and Entwistle,2 these factors
can be classified into two categories: a) those related to
students’ characteristics, such as learning style and
approaches to learning, and b) those related to the learning
environment, such as teaching pedagogy. Because the main
goal of learning in higher education is to emphasize the value
of understanding and meaning rather than just focussing on
recognition and reproduction in student learning3 and
because the learning approach used by students may directly
influence learning outcomes,4e8 it is important to understand
student learning styles and student approaches to learning.
There are several theoretical frameworks for elucidating
student learning styles, though no specific theory has
supremacy over another.9 These various models are, in part,
derived from various definitions of learning styles and from
various research methodologies.10 One of the initial
investigations into learning styles and study approaches was
a series of experiments conducted by Marton and his
colleague11,12 to investigate how students read an academic
article and what their common approach to studying a
textbook is. These approaches were initially portrayed as
deep-level and surface-level processing, but they were subse-
quently renamed as approaches to learning13 to signify that the
word ‘approach’ entails a process as well as an intention. In
general, the deep approach entails a dynamic effort to
understand the overall meaning, clarify the evidence and
relate it to the conclusion with the intent to comprehend. On
the other hand, the surface approach entails an effort to
memorize unrelated facts or information with the intent to
fulfil course requirements. Several inventories have been
developed to assess student learning, one of which is the
Approaches to Studying Inventory (ASI).14 This inventory
has been widely used in research with respect to higher
education,13,15,16 and it has shown high reliability in a
number of studies.17,18
Student learning is affected not only by the student’s
learning style but also by the environmentwhere the learning is
taking place.7,14 Studies on learning environment have foundthat the environment does not only affect the student’s
approach to learning16,19,20 but also the student’s academic
outcome,2,21,22 level of motivation,23 and degree of learning
effectiveness.24 In addition, an assessment of the learning
environment is considered a crucial aspect in delivering high
quality education.24 Consequently, a considerable amount of
research has been conducted to assess students’ perceptions
of their educational environment. One of the instruments
used to measure student perception of the learning
environment is the Dundee Ready Education Environment
Measure (DREEM),25 which has been used in various
educational settings25e30 with a high degree of proven
reliability.25,27,31e33
The DREEM creates a profile of a specific educational
institution’s environmental strengths as well as its problem-
atic areas and opportunities for enhancement. Within the
context of Saudi Arabia, the DREEM was used to assess the
educational environment in single medical schools30,34e36
and was also used to compare medical schools that had
adopted contrasting educational strategies.37,38 It has also
been used to reassess the perceptions of medical students to
determine the change over time from a previous
assessment.39 In the findings of previous studies, the overall
DREEMmean score has ranged from 89.9 to 131 out of 200.
This paper explores the approaches to study, used by first-
year female students at the College of Applied Medical Sci-
ences, University of Dammam, Saudi Arabia, as measured
by the ASI, and their perceptions toward their learning
environment as measured by the DREEM. It also examines
the possible association between academic achievement as
measured by student self-reported grade point average
(GPA) and both the ASI and the DREEM.
The findings of this study will contribute to the interna-
tional medical educational literature on approaches to study
and on the effects of learning environment.
Material and Methods
Study setting
The study was conducted at the College of Applied
Medical Sciences (CAMS) e Female Section, University of
Dammam, Saudi Arabia.
Study design
The cross-sectional study was conducted in May 2012.
Target population and sample size
The target population for the study was all first year stu-
dents in the academic year 2011e2012 (n¼ 166) at the college
of Applied Medical Sciences e Female Section, University of
Dammam, Saudi Arabia. The female section consists of the
following seven departments: laboratory technology, respira-
tory care, health information management and technology,
physical therapy, radiology, cardiac technology, and clinical
nutrition. The academic programs span four years plus one
internship year in Saudi Arabia. During the first year, all
students study similar compulsory courses e general and
scientific English, English study skills, two biology courses,
Student Perception of
Learning (SPoL)
12 4 ¼ 48 maximum score.
Student Perception of
Teachers (SPoT)
11 4 ¼ 44 maximum score.
Student Academic
Self-perception (SASP)
8 4 ¼ 32 maximum score.
Student Perception of
Atmosphere (SPoA)
12 4 ¼ 48 maximum score.
Student Social
Self-perception (SSSP)
7 4 ¼ 28 maximum score.
Table 1: Means and standard deviations for scales of the Ap-
proaches to Study Inventory (ASI).
Item (/maximum score) Mean Std. deviation
Achieving (/24) 18.0446 2.63688
Reproducing (/24) 16.8344 3.24600
Meaning (/24) 15.4013 3.94328
Comprehension learning (/24) 16.1210 3.22520
Operational learning (/24) 14.0828 3.54452
Versatile approach (/48) 34.3057 6.11080
Learning pathologies (/48) 28.1338 5.79245
Improvidence (/12) 5.3057 2.50810
Globetrotting (/12) 5.9936 2.45340
Prediction for success (/120) 72.2166 8.59362
Approaches to study, learning environment, and academic achievement58chemistry, and physics. In addition, three general courses are
offered e learning skills, Islamic culture, and Islamic ethics.
The college offers a traditional curriculum with the following
characteristics: it is a teacher-centred, discipline-based cur-
riculum where the teachers are the main providers of infor-
mation. It offers only compulsory courses and no elective
courses. For first year students, lectures and tutorials are held
in classrooms and practicums are held in laboratories, all
within the main campus of the university.
Data were collected through a self-administered anony-
mous questionnaire. The researcher of this study presented the
goals of the study to the students at the end of one of their
lectures.Verbal consentwas secured prior to the distributionof
the questionnaires, and their right to opt out was emphasized.
It took approximately 20 min to complete the questionnaire.Instruments
Two instruments were used.
(1) The short form of the Lancaster Approaches to Study
Inventory (ASI) developed by Ramsden and her
colleague40,41 and translated into Arabic by Al-Qahtani42
was used to measure student study approaches adopted by
first year female students at the Applied Medical College.
The ASI consists of 30 items and eight scales that describe
different orientations toward studying. These include
meaning orientation, reproduction orientation,
achievement orientation, comprehension learning,
operational learning, versatility approach, learning
pathologies, and prediction for success. The instrument
uses a five-point Likert scale that ranges from
4 ¼ strongly agree to 0 ¼ strongly disagree (the meanings
and scoring of the scales are presented in Appendix 1).
(2) The Dundee Ready Education Environment Measure
(DREEM), which was developed by Roff and her col-
leagues25 and translated into Arabic by Al-Qahtani,42
was used to assess student perception of the learning
environment. The DREEM questionnaire consisted of
50 statements. For each statement, a Likert scale was
used where 4 ¼ strongly agree, 3 ¼ agreed,
2 ¼ uncertain, 1 ¼ disagree, and 0 ¼ strongly disagree.
The scoring was reversed for negative statements
(statements 4, 8, 9, 17, 25, 35, 39, 48, and 50) such that
a higher score indicated a more positive perception for
all items. This implies that the overall possiblemaximum score on the DREEM was 200 and the
minimum possible score was 40. The maximum scores
for the subscales on the DREEM were as follows:The interpretation of the overall DREEM subscales and
the individual item scores are presented as suggested by
McAleer and Roff.43
Statements with mean scores3.5 are considered as highly
positive points. Statements with mean scores between two and
three indicate aspects of the environment that could be
improved. Statements with mean scores 2 indicate possible
problem areas that should be addressed. McAleer and Roff43
suggest that an overall DREEM mean score of 0e50 is
indicative of a very poor environment, a mean score between
51 and 100 indicates there are numerous problems with the
learning environment, a mean score between 101 and 150 is
indicative of a more positive than negative environment, and
a mean score between 151 and 200 indicates that the students
perceive the educational environment to be excellent.
A pilot studywas conducted with a group of five students in
April 2012 to identify any possible ambiguities in the ques-
tionnaires. The results found that both questionnaires were
clear and therewere no ceiling or floor effects in the pilot study.Statistical analysis
A statistical analysis was performed using the Statistical
Package for Social Sciences (SPSS, IBM, Chicago, Illinois,
USA) version 16, and descriptive statistics were reported as the
mean and the standard deviation. A Pearson test was calcu-
lated to assess the association between a) students’ approaches
to studying and their perceptions of their learning environment
and b) students’ academic achievement and both subscales of
approaches to studying and the learning environment. A P-
value  0.05 served as the cut-off value for statistical
significance.Results
Of 166 questionnaires, 157 were completed, yielding a
response rate of 94%. All respondents were female students,
and their mean age was 18.67  .58 years. More than half
(56%) of the students achieved grades of ‘A’, while 40%
achieved grades of ‘B’ in their general medical courses.Student approaches to studying
Table 1 reveals that students recorded higher mean scores
for achievement followed by versatility and reproduction
M.F. Al-Qahtani 59orientations. The lowest mean scores were reported for
operational learning followed by learning pathology.Student perceptions of their learning environments
Table 2 shows the mean scores for the overall DREEMand
the five subscales. In our study, the overall DREEM score was
118.6/200 (sd ¼ 22.9). This indicates that our students
perceived the learning environment as more positive than
negative, and the mean scores for all five domains fell within
the satisfactory range. This indicates that students perceived
a more positive approach (28.5/48) for their learning; had a
more positive attitude (21.1/32) toward their academic self-
perception; felt their teachers were moving in the right direc-
tion (25.8/44); had a more positive perception of their learning
environment (27.6/48); and regarded their social self-
perception as being not too bad (15.7/28).
An item analysis of the student perception of learning
(SPoL) subscale (Table 2) reveals that all items, except
numbers 7 and 25, on this subscale scored between 2 and 3,
thus suggesting that each of these specific areas referenced
by the subscale could be improved. Item number 7, which
asked students whether the teaching is often stimulating
had a mean score of 3.4 (sd ¼ .997). However, a minimum
score of 3.5 was needed to confirm an item as indicative of
strength. Accordingly, this item, which reflects the degree
of stimulation in the teaching process, must be further
developed and explored.
Item number 25, a negative item that asked students
whether the teaching over-emphasises factual learning scored
a 1.08 (sd ¼ .997), thus denoting student agreement with this
item. This could signify a problem area that should be
examined more thoroughly.
With regard to student perceptions of teachers, all items,
except number 39, received scores between 2 and 3, again
indicating that components of this domain could be
improved. Item number 39, a negative item that asked stu-
dents whether teachers get angry in class, received a score of
1.19 (sd ¼ 1.116), indicating student agreement with this
item. Such result suggest that there is a problem that should
be more fully investigated.
With regard to the students’ academic self-perception
subscale, all items except numbers 10 and 45 scored be-
tween 2 and 3, thus revealing an area of the domain that
could be improved. Item number 10, which asked students
whether they are confident about passing their courses this
year, and item number 45, which asked students whether
what they are learning is relevant to a career in healthcare
received scores of 3.09 (sd ¼ 1.10) and 3.04 (sd ¼ 1.11),
respectively. As previously noted, a score of at least 3.5 is
needed to consider an item a point of strength. Therefore,
these two areas e student confidence and relevancy of
coursework e should be further analysed.
With respect to students’ perceptions of the learning at-
mosphere, four out of 12 items received scores below 2. These
were item number 12, “the time-table of this school is well-
organised”; item number 23, “the atmosphere is relaxed
during lectures”; item number 42, “the enjoyment outweighs
the stress of the course”; and item number 43, “the atmo-
sphere motivates me as a learner”. As the students expressed
strong disagreement with each of the above items, it isevident that as these are possible problem areas, they should
be more thoroughly investigated. Furthermore, item number
33, “I feel socially comfortable in class”, received a score of
3.03 (sd ¼ 1.17), thus suggesting that it, too, should be more
closely examined.
With regard to student social self-perceptions, three out of
seven items indicated problem areas. The specific items were
number 3, “There is a good support system for students when
they feel stressed”; number 4, “I am too tired to enjoy the
course”; and number 14, “I am rarely bored in this course”.
These three items had mean scores that range between 1.22
and 1.62 (sd. between 1.05 and 1.50). The other items scored
between 2 and 3, suggesting a need for further improvement.
In summary, the item analysis found that six items
(numbers 7, 10, 15, 19, 33, and 45) scored above 3.00, thus
suggesting that these are areas that should be further devel-
oped. Another 35 items scored between 2.00 and 3.00, indi-
cating that if these were improved, it would enhance the
learning environment of this college. A total of 9 items
(numbers 3, 4, 12, 14, 23, 25, 39, 42, and 43) scored below
2.00, indicating that these are serious problem areas that
require urgent intervention.Relationship between study approaches and the learning
environment
Table 3 shows the correlation coefficients (r) and
probabilities (P) between the ASI scale scores and the
DREEM subscales scores. The achievement scale was
statistically and positively correlated with academic self-
perception (r ¼ .198, P ¼ .013). The meaning, operational,
and versatility scales were statistically and positively corre-
lated with all subscales of the DREEM (r ranged between
.173 and .460, P  .030). The comprehension scale was sta-
tistically and positively correlated with social self-perception
(r ¼ .160, P ¼ .015).Relationship between academic achievement and approaches
to studying and the learning environment
A correlation analysis between the learning approaches
scales and academic achievement reveals no significant as-
sociations between these variables.
A correlation analysis between learning environment
subscales and academic achievement shows that there is a
positive and significant relationship between academic
achievement and student academic perceptions (SAP)
(r ¼ .232, P ¼ .004). This suggests that students who have a
higher GPA are more likely to exhibit higher scores on the
SAP subscale.Discussion
Students’ approaches to studying and their educational
environment are important factors that affect their learning
and their academic outcomes. Therefore, the aim of this
study was to assess students’ approaches to studying and to
evaluate the learning environment as perceived by medical
students at the University of Dammam, Saudi Arabia. The
objective was to determine the associations between and
Table 2: Means and standard deviations for each item and for the subscales of the Dundee Ready Educational Environment Measure
(DREEM).
No Item Mean SD
Student perceptions of learning (SPoL) 28.4586 6.7686
1 I am encouraged to participate in class 2.28 1.462
7 The teaching is often stimulating 3.14 .997
13 The teaching is student centred 2.28 1.372
16 The teaching helps to develop my competence 2.31 1.239
20 The teaching is well focused 2.96 1.085
22 The teaching helps to develop my confidence 2.68 1.291
24 The teaching time is put to good use 2.73 1.333
25 The teaching over-emphasizes factual learning 1.08 .997
38 I am clear about the learning objectives of the course 2.96 1.082
44 The teaching encourages me to be an active learner 2.13 1.348
47 Long-term learning is emphasized over short-term learning 2.73 1.206
48 The teaching is too teacher-centred 2.10 1.336
Student perceptions of teachers (SPoT) 25.777 6.55705
2 The teachers are knowledgeable 2.57 1.058
6 The teachers are patient with the students 2.23 1.012
8 The teachers ridicule the students 2.82 1.285
9 The teachers are authoritarian 2.20 1.436
18 The teachers have good communication skills with students 2.19 .810
29 The teachers are good at providing feedback to students 2.34 1.319
32 The teachers provide constructive criticism 2.36 1.204
37 The teachers give clear examples 2.93 .948
39 The teachers get angry in class 1.19 1.116
40 The teachers are well prepared for their classes 2.62 1.077
50 The students irritate the teachers 2.33 1.298
Student academic self-perceptions (SASP) 21.1083 4.95697
5 Learning strategies that worked for me before continue to work for me now 2.68 1.406
10 I am confident about passing this year 3.09 1.100
21 I feel I am being well prepared for my profession 2.52 1.124
26 Last year’s work was a good preparation for this year’s work 2.40 .960
27 I am able to memorize all I need 2.34 1.333
31 I have learned a significant amount about empathy in my profession 2.70 1.059
41 My problem solving skills are being well developed 2.34 1.313
45 Much of what I have to learn seems relevant to a career in healthcare 3.04 1.111
Student perceptions of atmosphere (SPoA) 27.6115 7.27804
11 The atmosphere is relaxed during ward teaching 2.22 .984
12 This school implements a good time schedule 1.35 1.405
17 Cheating is a problem at this school 2.69 1.314
23 The atmosphere is relaxed during lectures 1.87 1.296
30 There are opportunities for me to develop interpersonal skills 2.44 1.211
33 I feel socially comfortable in class 3.03 1.174
34 The atmosphere is relaxed during seminars/tutorials 2.45 1.217
35 I find the experience disappointing 2.90 1.427
36 I am able to concentrate well 2.97 1.028
42 The enjoyment outweighs the stress of the course 1.59 1.410
43 The atmosphere at this school motivates me as a learner 1.94 1.422
49 I am able to ask questions 2.16 1.289
Student social self-perceptions (SSSP) 15.7325 3.77981
3 There is a good support system for students when they experience stress 1.22 1.054
4 I am too tired to enjoy the course 1.60 1.344
14 I am rarely bored in this course 1.62 1.500
15 I have good friends in this school 3.59 .824
19 My social life is good 3.04 1.049
28 I seldom feel lonely 2.61 1.399
46 My accommodations are pleasant 2.05 .758
Overall DREEM 118.687 22.9731
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Table 3: Correlation between approaches to study and the learning environment (results for significant correlations only).
Social self
perception (SSP)
r (P)
Perception of
atmosphere (SPA)
r (P)
Academic self
perception (SAP)
r (P)
Perception of
teacher (SPT)
r (P)
Perception of learning (SPL)
r (P)
Achieving .198 (.013)
Meaning .249 (.002) .315 (.000) .336 (.000) .319 (.000) .426 (.000)
Comprehension .160 (.015)
Operation .173 (.030) .201 (.011) .303 (.000) .229 (.004) .369 (.000)
Versatile .296 (.000) .325 (.000) .419 (.000) .220 (.006) .460 (.000)
Prediction for success .223 (.005) .231 (.004) .324 (.000) .294 (.000)
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their learning environment and their academic achievement.
Student approaches to studying (ASI)
The results reveal that students employ all approaches
when studying. However, the extent to which the approaches
are used varies. For example, our study finds that achievement
orientation and versatility were used more frequently than
other study approaches. These were followed by reproduction
orientation. This suggests that students’ study methods were
well-organized. Moreover, while their study methods tended
to vary according to what the students felt was required of
them, the students were also motivated by competitiveness
and achievement. Students’ recorded higher scores on the
reproduction scale than on the meaning and operational
scales, a result that suggests that such high scores on the
reproduction scale may be partially due to the assessment
methods e mainly multiple-choice questions e used at this
particular college. This puts pressure on the students to deal
with course requirements rather than to understand the con-
tent in a more meaningful way, a result that aligns with
Ramsden,44 Entwistle and Entwistle,45 Newble andGordon,46
and Newble and Jaeger47 who claim that students will adopt a
particular approach based on what they perceive to be the
major requirements for the examination. If the examination
requires recall of information, i.e., an objective-type test
with multiple-choice questions, they tend to use the repro-
duction/surface approach.
Student perceptions of the learning environment (DREEM)
The overall learning environment was perceived by the
students to be more positive than negative. The mean scores
for all five domains indicate that students had positive per-
ceptions about their learning, about the learning atmosphere,
and about their academic status. They also believed that their
teachers were moving in the right direction and that their
social lives at the college were not too bad.
The results of the item analysis indicate that students
perceived the teaching to be stimulating and focused, though
they also felt that it over-emphasized factual information.
Students indicated that they were clear about the learning
objectives of the course. Second, students believed that the
teachers were knowledgeable of their content, used clear ex-
amples, were well prepared to teach their classes, and pro-
vided students with constructive criticism. However, the
scores also indicate that teachers lost their temper in class.
Third, students were confident about their ability to pass theirexams and felt that much of what they had learned was
relevant to their career. They further indicated that they had
learned to show empathy, and they stated that their memo-
rization skills and problem-solving skills were well developed.
Fourth, students perceived the learning atmosphere as
good. They felt socially comfortable in class, they were able
to concentrate, and they were given the opportunity to
develop their interpersonal skills. However, they also felt
that the atmosphere did not motivate them to learn. Addi-
tionally, while students perceived that their social life in
college was good as they had made good friends, they also
felt that there was not a good support system for students
experiencing stress.
Correlations between the ASI and DREEM scales
The correlation analysis between the ASI and DREEM
scales indicates the following. First, students who scored
higher on academic self-perception were more likely to have
higher scores on the achievement, meaning, operational,
versatility, and prediction scales. This suggests that students’
perceptions of their academic development influenced their
approaches to studying. Students who were more positive in
their perceptions of their academic development were more
likely to adopt the achievement, meaning, operational, and
versatility approaches. In addition, their predictions of suc-
cess tended to be high. Students revealed that they were
confident about passing exams, felt well prepared for their
profession, had learned about empathy, had well-developed
problem solving skills, and had learned content that was
relevant to their careers in healthcare. Consequently, the
students were more likely to employ a step-by-step sequen-
tially detailed approach to studying, to adopt different study
methods, and to be strongly motivated to do their best and
achieve high grades compared to their classmates. Moreover,
their predictions of success tended to be high.
One possible explanation for the association between the
achievement scale and student academic self-perception may
be embedded in the characteristics of the students admitted to
this particular collegee the appliedmedical sciences. Students
studying the medical sciences in Saudi Arabia are usually
those who received high grades in their secondary school ed-
ucation and who successfully completed additional rigorous
entry requirements. This likely results in a high concentration
of competent students at this particular college. Therefore,
students use the achievement approach because they are in an
environment where competence is exemplary and where stu-
dents exert themselves to achieve the best results. In addition,
they tend to have high scores with respect to their predictions
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study correlated their use of the achievement approach to
their academic self-perception.
Second, students who scored higher on student percep-
tions of learning were more likely to have higher scores on
the meaning, operational, versatility, and prediction scales,
thus indicating that students’ perceptions of their learning
influence their approaches to studying. Those who showed
greater satisfaction with their learning were inclined to use
meaning, operational, and versatility approaches. In addi-
tion, their predictions of success were high. Students’ high
levels of satisfaction with their learning were evidenced by
their class participation, confidence and competence devel-
opment, and active learning as well as their claims that they
found the teaching to be stimulating. In such an encouraging
environment, students tend to use a deeper, step-by-step,
sequentially detailed approach when studying as it results
in their understanding of the subject. Furthermore, they tend
to also, vary their study methods according to the demands
of the learning tasks.
Third, students who scored higher on student perceptions
of atmosphere were more likely to have higher scores on the
meaning, operation, versatility, and prediction scales, thus
indicating that students’ perceptions of the atmosphere
definitely affect their approaches to studying. Students
participating in this study felt that the atmosphere was
conducive to a socially comfortable classroom, that it
fostered good concentration, and that it provided them with
the opportunity to develop their interpersonal skills. Such
positive perceptions of the atmosphere likely lead them to
adopt meaning, operational, and versatile approaches to
studying. Consequently, students were more likely to apply
the versatility approach to their studying as it allowed them
to adapt their study methods according to the demands of
the task, it ensured that they understood the subject, and it
furthered their interest to study the medical sciences. More-
over, such positive feelings may result in higher predictions
of success scores.
Fourth, students who scored higher on student perceptions
of teachers were more likely to have higher scores on the
meaning, operational, and versatility scales. Ramsden,48
Entwistle and Tait,49 and Entwistle and Ramsden41 argue
that the methods of teaching, the degree of teacher
enthusiasm, the clarity of the course goals and objectives, the
constructive feedback given to students, the degree of teacher
commitment, and the structure, pace and level at which
information is offered impact student approaches to
studying. Accordingly, in our study, positive student
perceptions of their teachers influenced students to adopt
meaning, operation, and versatility approaches.
Furthermore, their prediction of success was more likely to
be high.
Finally, students who scored higher on student social self-
perceptions were more likely to have higher scores on the
meaning, operation, versatility, comprehension and prediction
scales. Students indicated satisfaction with their social life in
college by stating they had good friends at school and were
pleased with their accommodations. A positive perception of
their social life may influence their approach to studying.
Based on the findings of Kember et al.50 and Loup et al.,51
the educational environment is positively associated with
meaning orientation and negatively associated withreproduction orientation. In the current study, however,
the five subscales of the DREEM exhibit significant and
positive relationships with meaning orientation scales. In
contrast, all five subscales of the DREEM display a non-
significant relationship with reproduction orientation.
Therefore, the results of this study are consistent with the
findings of Kember et al.50 and Loup et al.51 with respect to
the association between the learning environment and
meaning orientation.
In summary, the above results imply that there is a posi-
tive relationship between student learning approaches and
their perceptions of their learning environment. In addition,
they support the findings of Ramsden,48 Trigwell and
Prosser,20 Enwistle and Tait,49 Entwistle,52 and Entwistle
and Ramsden41 who claimed that the characteristics of the
learning environment influence the approaches students
adopt for studying.
Correlation between academic achievement and the ASI and
DREEM subscales
A correlation analysis between learning approaches (ASI)
and student academic achievement reveals no significant re-
lationships between any of the learning approach scales and
academic achievement. This result might indicate that stu-
dent approaches to studying are not a significant determi-
nant of academic achievement at the Applied Medical
College. Thus, it is possible that factors other than learning
approaches to studying might play a significant role in stu-
dent performance. This finding, however, is not consistent
with the Entwistle et al.7 model with respect to the
association between learning approaches and learning
outcomes. Our result is also not in accordance with the
findings of Burton and Nelson,4 Duff et al.,5 and Duff6 as
they found significant correlations between the different
approaches to learning and academic achievement.
However, the results in this study are consistent with the
findings of Fogarty and Taylor,53 Provost and Bond,54
Leiden et al.,55 and Clarke,18 researchers who found no
significant association between student learning approaches
to studying and student academic performance.
A correlation analysis between student perceptions of
their learning environment (DREEM) and their academic
achievement reveal a significant positive relationship between
student academic achievement and their perception of their
academic success. This result is, to some degree, consistent
with the findings of Vahala and Winston,56 Primparyon
et al.,57 and Mayya and Roff,58 all of whom claimed there
is an association between student academic achievement
and student perception of the educational environment.
Conclusions
The following conclusions have emerged during this
study.
First, first-year students have a tendency to use achieve-
ment, versatility, and reproduction approaches more
frequently than other approaches when studying.
Second, the students revealed appreciation for the posi-
tive characteristics of the learning environment. These
included offering stimulating and focused teaching,
Scale Meaning
Achieving
orientation
Well-organized study methods
Competitiveness
Hope for success or motivated to
achieve
Reproducing
orientation
Rote-learning and memorization
Extrinsic motivation
Influenced by attraction of
qualifications
Superficial approach to learning
Meaning
orientation
Deep approach to learning
Interested in topics and courses for
their own value
Intrinsic motivation
Operation learning Step-by-step sequential and detailed
approach
Comprehension
learning
Holistic approach
Versatile approach Ability to adopt either approach
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atmosphere conducive to learning, having knowledgeable
and well-prepared teachers, and providing students with
constructive feedback. Conversely, dissatisfaction with
some aspects of the learning environment was also noted.
Students were displeased with the rigidity of the core
courses, the displays of anger by teachers during class, the
lack of a good support system for students experiencing
stress, and the teacher-centred approach to teaching. Based
on these results, it is concluded that elective courses should
be offered, the quantity of factual information should be
reduced, the predominantly teacher-centred approach
should be modified to a more student-centred teaching
style; the awareness of the influence of teachers’ personal
characteristics on student learning should be raised, the
style of teaching change from an oppressive style to a
congenial one, and a support system should be established
for students. Implementing these changes would likely in-
crease the value students place on their studies, encourage
active rather than passive learning, improve their attitudes
toward their teachers, and result in a positive effect on
student learning.
Third, there is an association between student approaches
to studying and student perceptions of their learning envi-
ronment. Accordingly, it is important to vary the teaching
styles, strengthen the rapport between teachers and students,
promote positive feedback, and build a relaxed, non-
threatening learning environment that encourages students
to adopt the more desirable deep approach to learning and
dispense with the undesirable superficial learning approach.
Fourth, there is no association between learning ap-
proaches and academic achievement with respect to grade
point average. It could be that other factors play a significant
role in student performance. However, further study is rec-
ommended to explore the impact of learning approaches on a
variety of student achievement indicators to verify the pos-
sibility of such associations.
Fifth, student perceptions of the learning environment,
particularly academic self-perception and academic
achievement, are significantly and positively correlated.
Therefore, it is important to enhance the student’s level of
confidence regarding the passing of exams in a non-
threatening learning environment, to highlight the impor-
tance of empathy, to develop skills in problem solving, and to
stress the importance of student discipline with respect to
their careers in healthcare as these factors will influence their
academic achievement.according to demands of learning
task
Learning
pathologies
Jumping to conclusions on
insufficient evidence (globetrotting)
Failing to see how topics fit into the
overall picture
Over-emphasis on details
(improvidence)
Prediction for
success
Best prediction for overall academic
successLimitations of the study
This study was limited to first year students in Applied
Medical Sciences. In addition, the study was conducted in
only one college at the University of Dammam. Accordingly,
any generalizations of the results should be limited to other
colleges with similar features.Highly organized study methods with
versatile approach
Strong motivation
Some tendency towards
competitiveness
Lack of doubt or fear of failureConflict of interest
I confirm that I have no conflict of interest in relation to
this work.Study funding
None.Appendix 1. The scoring and meaning of scales of ASI
The inventory contains seven scales. Scales (A), (B), and
(D) contain six items each. Scales (C), (E), (F), and (G)
contain three items each. Each scale may be used separately
or in combination with others, thus yielding the following 8
dimensions/scales:
1. The (A) scale yields a score for achievement orientation.
2. The (B) scale assesses student reproducing orientation.
3. The (D) scale measures the meaning orientation.
4. The combination of the (C) and (G) scores provides a
measure of the comprehension learning style.
5. The combination of the (E) and (F) scores provides a
measure of the operational learning style.
6. An index of a versatile approach to learning is provided by
adding scales (C), (D), and (E) together.
7. An index of leaning pathology is derived by combining
scales (B), (F), and (G).
8. The best predictor of overall academic success is likely to
be produced by combining dimension 1 with dimension 6
and subtracting dimension 7 (with a constant).14
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